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Vogel: How Our Minds Are Being Changed

BY

W I N F R I E D

V O G E L

*

Is it possible to communicate truth to what
is being called “the new mind”?

A

brilliant young college student
dence of this so-called “new mind”?
hacks into the security files of a
Assuming its reality, how does it
computer network through a
affect the thinking of GenXers? And,
cracking program he has
of particular significance to Seventhdownloaded from the Internet.
day Adventists, what challenge does it
When caught, he acts surprised thatpose to the transmission of biblical
anyone could find his actions inaptruths and values?
propriate or even illegal. His philosoThe New Mind1
phy: There is no moral problem in
For several decades, scientists have
breaking into a house that does not
known that our brains have altered
belong to you. You can roam about,
the way they process stimulation.
examining anything you like, so long
First only the senses of smell and
as you take nothing with you and do
taste were affected, but since the early
no damage to the house. A “good”
1980s all sensory perceptions are
Christian, he argues that he has perincluded. The brain, in fact, now
formed a service by demonstrating
refuses to respond to a large number
the system’s security loopholes to the
of stimuli, and our sensitivity for
owner. His thinking is representative
of the increasing millions who have
* Winfried Vogel is Principal ofBogenwhat scientists are calling the “new
hofen Seminary in Austria.
mind.” Is there really scientific evi-
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The young Adventist... finds it difficult to assimilate the
asserted uniqueness of the Adventist message, and
thus exhibits a deplorable shallowness in understanding
what Adventism is all about.

stimulation is dropping about one
percentage point a year. The finer
stimuli are filtered out, and only the
coarser thrills register. It appears that
whole sections of the brain are
skipped; for example, a visual stimulus speeds directly and exclusively to
the visual center, leaving other areas
of the cortex free to process other
stimuli. The disadvantage: The stimulus is only insufficiently or not at all
interlinked with emotions. The serious consequence: Information is
processed “without being evaluated”!2
Some scientists claim that a generational gap can be observed. Those
born before 1949 apparently have
the “old mind.” Those born between
1949 and 1969 have a modified “old
mind,” while those born after 1969
have the “new mind.” This conclusion, we must note, is based on evolutionary concepts, which hold that
changes in influence and behavioral
patterns eventually result in modifications in organic structure. Therefore the idea that people are being
born with a brain that predisposes
them to a certain kind of thinking or
behavior has to be questioned. How-

ever, it is true that the immense
influx of information in today’s
world, coupled with a diminished
ability or willingness to evaluate
these stimuli, has lead to changes in
the way the brain processes and
stores information.
Long-term studies3 have shown
how the “new mind” works. Because
of parallel circuits and link-ups it is
able to accept and store different
stimuli concurrently and independently. The result is an increased
acceptance of dissonance (think of a
quartet singing off-key). Many
GenXers have grown up with contradictions and are able to handle
them; earlier, psychiatrists called the
inability to do so schizophrenia.
Today some are calling it the “new
indifference”—the capability of the
mind to reconcile the irreconcilable
and to give everything equal validity.
How does the mind accomplish this?
Simply by refusing to attempt to
harmonize—or even to evaluate—
contradictory information.4
Why this response? Because of
the overwhelming overstimulation
assaulting our senses in today’s

16

Published by Digital Commons @ Andrews University, 2000

3

Perspective Digest, Vol. 5 [2000], No. 1, Art. 16
world. Confronted in an increasingly short time with an increasingly
broad spectrum of stimulation, the
quality and emotional impact of the
stimulation changing ever more
rapidly, the mind has lost the standards by which to judge the incoming information. It simply stores
contradictory information uncensored.

brain that control the emotions and
are interlinked with the other thinking processes were not working
properly. “Despite their intellectual
potential,” Goleman writes, “these
are the children at highest risk for
problems like academic failure, alcoholism, and criminality—not because their intellect is deficient, but
because their control over their
emotional life is impaired.”6 Goleman quotes Dr. Damasio, a neurologist at the University of Iowa, who
argues that people who have lost
access to their emotional learning
are also greatly handicapped in their
rational decision-making.7 Damasio
says: “The emotional brain is as
involved in reasoning as is the thinking brain.”8

Emotional Zombies
There are other penalties to the
brain’s new method of handling
overstimulation. In his informative
book Emotional Intelligence, Daniel
Goleman points out that emotion is
“crucial to effective thought, both in
making wise decisions and in simply
allowing us to think clearly”5 He
mentions a study that was done with
prim ary school boys who had
above-average IQ scores but nevertheless were doing poorly in school.
Neuropsychological tests showed
that they had impaired frontal cortex functioning, i.e., the parts of the

Computer Addiction
We hail the breathtaking progress that the electronic information
highway has brought, and rightly so:
it would be wrong (and hypocritical) to denounce it all as bad. But the
Continued on page 19

T H E

G O D

M O D U L E

Neuroscientists from the University of California at San Diego have
found what they call the God module, a tiny locus of nerve cells in the frontal
lobe that appears to be activated during religious experience. Tracking surface electrical activity in the brain with sensitive skin monitors, the scientists
found the response when dedicated religious people were shown words and
symbols evoking their spiritual beliefs.— Ray Kurzweil, The Age of Spiritual
Machines (Viking, 1999).
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Continued from page 17

mind works? As is well known, the
most important “unbelief” of postmodernism is that there is no
unchanging, ultimate, or absolute
truth. “Modernists did not believe
the Bible is true. Postmodernists
have cast out the category of truth
altogether.”10
Even scientific knowledge is not
beyond suspicion anymore, since it is
“biased and socially constructed.
That is, truths are relative and depend on what one’s culture regards as
truth.”11 Postmodernists are wary of
many things that were hallmarks of
the modern age but most of all of
anyone who tells them what is right
and wrong.12 Of course, such thinking has a radical impact on the definition of truth, the authority of Scripture, and its relation to the cultural
context. No wonder that pluralism
has become part and parcel of the
postmodern paradigm.

information highway has its caution
signs, beginning with the frightening
prospect of people with high IQs but
very little judgment who are unable
to cope with life and its complex
issues. Computers, which have made
life so easy and yet so dependent on
machines, have reduced our world
to a global village but at the same
time left it more difficult to comprehend. GenXers, schooled on “virtual
reality,” have difficulty relating to
real things and people.9
One result is a new logic. Historically, classical logic has maintained
that “a” excludes or is not the same
as “non-a.” Not only philosophers
but also biblical writers (Paul is a
classic example) have employed logical reasoning in order to convince
others of the correctness of their
faith and their belief system. The
new logic is prepared to question all
that. “A” can now be “non-a,” as long
as the contradiction does not impact
adversely on everyday life. The result
is pluralism in an individual’s thinking as well as in a group or church.
The new logic ties in with postmodern thinking, which, according
to most researchers in the history of
philosophy, began with the social
revolution at the end of the 1960s. Is
it coincidence that, according to
researchers in the field of behavioral
neurobiology, people born after
1969 have the new mind? Could
there be a correlation between postmodern philosophy and the way the

The New Mind and Truth
The crucial question at this point
is, How does the new mind impact
the search for truth? How does it
relate to biblical doctrine, to spirituality, to Adventism? If it is true that
information overload and the resulting overstimulation impact the reasoning of unbelievers, it would be
naive to think that believers are
exempt from these consequences.
Insights from science may help us
understand the complex situation
the younger generation, both in the
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church and out, is facing today. We
must keep the current postmodern
paradigm in mind while asking,
Why do youth— including Adventist
youth— so uncritically accept opposing and even contradictory views
of reality?
A recent article in an independent Adventist magazine speaks of “a
fundamental change . . . taking place
in the religious and theological
needs of younger members of the
church . . . [there is] a need to reinterpret the basic tenets and presuppositions of traditional Adventist
theology in order to make them
meaningful, applicable and relevant
to the current social and cultural situation ”13 The GenXer’s suspicion of
institutionalized Christianity and
emphasis on the relevance of faith
rather than on its truth make it hard
for this generation to take the Bible’s
claims seriously.
The new m ind’s thought process
is explored in a subsequent paragraph of the same article: “What
does the ideal young adult theology
look like? It is the same as always,
but different!”14 The author then
lists a number of points where he
thinks young adult Adventist theology differs from the traditional.
Sincerity and authenticity are extremely important; therefore young
adults are more concerned with the
principle than the letter of the law.
For example, community and fellowship are more im portant than

the notion of breaking the Sabbath.
The new mind wants to keep the
Sabbath as a principle but discards
the notion of commitment to biblical truth, even if the result violates
the very principle of Sabbath observance.
According to the author of the
article, young adults also care very
little about converting others to
some notion of absolute truth. They
are, however, very concerned with
social outreach and even desire to
share their personal views about
religion, “but this desire is not
accompanied by the notion that one
truth is truer than others... .subjectivity is important.”15 The young
Adventist, for example, finds it difficult to assimilate the asserted
uniqueness of the Adventist message, and thus exhibits a deplorable
shallowness in understanding what
Adventism is all about.
The author continues: “Most of
the young adults I know spend little
time thinking about traditional
Adventist understandings of the
imminent end of the world. Not that
they completely discard such teachings, but they simply do not emphasize them. Apocalyptic scenarios
aren’t very helpful for constructing
positive ways in which to deal with
people on a daily basis.”16
A GenXer Wish List
The new mind seriously believes
that it is possible to hold on to some
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The new mind separates Jesus and theology, love
and doctrine. “Love is understandable— warm and fuzzy.
Doctrine, on the other hand, sounds cold, difficult,
and demanding.”

doctrine or belief without emphasizing it, which is tantamount to saying
it is not important, and therefore
can be discarded! The new mind
simply is not willing to fully reflect
on things. If it were, and if it also
adhered to some form of classical
logic, it would rather quickly arrive
at an either-or position.
Young adults also “are more concerned with being fulfilled spiritually than in taking part in traditional
church activities.”17 Another article
on the needs of the younger Adventist generation lists “Ten Things Generation X Adventists Want From a
Church Worship Experience.”18Most
striking is what is missing: The list
does not contain one hint about
what God wants; it is rather a wish
list of what humans want from God
when they worship Him.
The new mind is so preoccupied
with processing information overload that it has lost the capability to
evaluate. Since it is not evaluated,
the influx of stimulation breeds the
egotistical notion of relevancy:
Something that is not relevant is not
true. Something can only be good if

it feels good and “makes sense.”19
De-emphasizing Doctrine
While rejecting objectivity, postmodernism is interested in the
supernatural but not on the basis of
biblical revelation. “The old paradigm taught that if you have the
right teaching, you will experience
God. The new paradigm says that if
you experience God, you will have
the right teaching.”20
The typical intellectual inconsistency of the new mind can also be
seen in the notion of de-emphasizing
doctrine while emphasizing spirituality. Two movements contribute to this
trend: First, the influence of New Age
and Eastern philosophy, which has
replaced many Christian and biblical
ideas in the Western world. Second,
and more significant, however, is the
theologically oriented attempt to dismantle the authority of the Bible and
its exclusive truth claims on the one
hand and yet to experience spiritual
depth in practical terms on the other.
This particular attitude is especially
noticeable in two prominent existentialist theologians of our century,
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Youth have witnessed and are aware of gross inconsistencies
on the part of preceding generations, and their sensors are
fine tuned to pick up Pharisaical pretensions.

Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich.
While both took a very critical stand
on the Bible, both sought a deep spiritual experience. Bultmann believed
until his end that the critical honesty
and objective doubts of rationalism,
which his father embraced while
Rudolf was a student, could not be
separated from the deep inner knowledge of his mothers pietism.21 While
Tillich subordinates Scripture to his
own rational philosophy, he nevertheless preaches as if he believes that
the events recounted in Scripture
really happened.22 Apparently it is
possible for the human mind to disassociate an alleged personal faith experience from faith in the truthfulness
of the Bible.
Transmitting Truth to the
New Mind
There can be no doubt about the
difficulties we face when attempting
to minister to the new mind. As we
have seen, it is a formidable obstacle
to biblical truth, especially because it
rejects absolutes while being unable
to evaluate and integrate information into a whole concept. But there
is hope! Here are nine guidelines:
1. We must present biblical truth

22

as wholistic. Doctrines have come
into disrepute not so much because
of their teachings as because they are
viewed as dry, boring, irrelevant, and
divisive. The new mind separates
Jesus and theology, love and doctrine. “Love is understandable—
warm and fuzzy. Doctrine, on the
other hand, sounds cold, difficult,
and demanding.”23We must emphasize that doctrines are nothing less
than the expression of what Jesus
really is. To speak of Jesus apart from
doctrine is to “tame” Him, an unbiblical notion that encourages a relativistic and pluralistic theology.
Likewise, if doctrine is severed from
the person of Jesus, it tends to
become a legalistic sledgehammer
on the one hand or the mere plaything for theologians on the other.
Then there is the widespread illiteracy on many—even basic—beliefs
among evangelical Christians, including Adventists. This ignorance
leads to an impoverished spiritual
life, since “a person who does not
know what is available to him or her
does not know enough to seek it out
and receive it.”24 Spirituality needs a
sound theological foundation, lest it
become a shallow and merely mysti-

https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/pd/vol5/iss1/16

8

Vogel: How Our Minds Are Being Changed
cal experience. The only solution to
the authority of His Word. Both testhis dilemma is to return to the
tify to absolute truth. And only as
wholistic truths of the Bible, which
aHis word abides in you” can truth
do not divide between the person of
be discerned—a hard truth to one
the Saviour and His teachings.
who would depend on intellect
2.
In the face of today’s pervasivealone.
relativistic philosophy, which either
The very fact that Christ as God is
denies the existence of absolute
the Truth should solicit our confestruth or questions humankind’s
sion that “spiritual realities elude the
ability to grasp it, we should not be
reach of human logic alone, that we
afraid to declare with humble boldmust be dependent upon the revness that claim to exclusive and
elation of God’s Word— not our
absolute truth that rests on the
twisted, fallen minds (see Ephesians
divine revelation in the person of
2:3)—to discern the truths of an
Jesus Christ and His inspired Word.
infinite God.”25 This wholistic truth
We should acknowledge, of course,
(Jesus and Scripture) has to be
that achieving this knowledge dereceived by wholistic people (body,
pends on adopting sound principles
mind, and soul), who have repented,
of interpretation. Theories of inforsaken their sins, and accepted the
terpretation based on doubt and
gracious forgiveness Christ offers.
higher critical assumptions will
3. We should never be intimileave the searcher plucking tares
dated by the faulty logic and inconrather than planting faith.
sistency of the new mind. Too often
we have given in to the psychological
In Jesus Christ and Scripture,
which testifies of Him (John 5:39),
pressure that young minds can put
on those who believe in “traditional”
humankind has received a divine
or “orthodox” doctrines. Moreover,
revelation of truth. In fact, Jesus is
we should not be overly intrigued by
the only One who can say of Himideas that m^ny times are not much
self, “I. . . am the truth” (John 14:6).
more than the processing of a perWe, however, must acknowledge our
son’s own biographical past.
sinful nature, which limits our abil4. The new mind, or any mind for
ity even to comprehend truth. But
that matter, should not be the startby accepting Jesus Christ and His
ing point for our theology or practiWord, we may both know the truth
and embrace the genuine freedom
cal living. Sometimes it seems that
that it brings. Involved in this accepwe have sought to win the favor of
tance are a personal acquaintance
young adults at all costs, even the
with the incarnated Word as our
cost of truth.
personal Saviour, and submission to
5. Biblical authority should be
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endanger the contours of our distinct Adventist worldview and lifestyle, which are superior to anything
the new mind can offer.
9.
The information overload has
to be reduced, so that the new mind
can reflect on its ideas and actions.
We should persevere in demonstrating how a consistent biblical lifestyle
can help change the mind. Our challenge must be that the Creator has
given His children, for their own
good, the ability to think, to judge,
to evaluate. When such a challenge is
set within the context of the Great
Controversy theme and our priority
becomes preparation of the mind
and soul to welcome Jesus as He
returns to institute a new world
order, we’ll not lack in converts from
GenXers.
We’ve seen that we’re faced with a
daunting and challenging task,
which can be summarized this way:
With sincerest humility, we must
guard Jesus’ truth zealously and
transmit it without adulteration to
our generation and to generations
that may follow. We can do this only
as the Holy Spirit leads us personally into a deepening understanding
of that truth. For it is only as the
truth enlightens our mind, possesses our heart, and is incarnated
in our life that we are enabled to
stand rocklike in the midst of the
truth-denying, truth-adulterating
currents of our day.
We must avoid bigotry yet meekly

promoted lovingly and consistently.
Youth have witnessed and are aware
of gross inconsistencies on the part
of preceding generations, and their
sensors are fine-tuned to pick up
Pharisaical pretensions. We must
demonstrate consistency in our own
Christian witness, while pointing
out that the failure of others,
whether current or historical, is not
a valid reason to discard traditional
truths and values.
6. We should work toward the
conversion of the mind as well as the
heart. An appealing first step is to lovingly accept the young adult as he or
she is, part of a generation dominated
by technology, half of whom are
divorced, one in three the object of
abuse, and the most aborted generation ever.26 By Gods grace and personal contact it will be possible to see
converted hearts and minds.
7. From earliest days we should
teach our children that what is true
is more important than what is relevant. We should also tell them that
truth may not appear relevant at
first sight but will reveal its relevance
to the honest seeker.
8. We must remind ourselves that
biblical truth and Adventist faith
and practice form a counter-culture
to the prevalent culture and its subsets, among which are youth, characterized by MTV, substance abuse,
and deterioration of moral values. If
we cave in to their ideas, which are
clearly shaped by that culture, we
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It is only as the truth enlightens our mind, possesses
our heart, and is incarnated in our life that we are enabled to
stand rocklike in the midst of the truth-denying, truthadulterating currents of our day.

endure the accusation; we must
abhor fanaticism yet meekly endure
the accusation; we must abjure narrow-mindedness and yet meekly endure the accusation. Prayerfully, we
must guard against Pharisaic selfrighteousness and proud exclusivism, while, as trustees of God’s truth
we exercise Spirit-guided judgment
as to what teaching, what doctrine,
and what theology are not in alignment with God’s truth. While pointing out where a position deviates
from the biblical norm, we must
guard against passing sentence on
the motives of those who do not
agree with us in every jot and tittle
of theology. As trustees of God’s
truth, we must appeal: “Let this
mind be in you which was also in
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5, NIV), and
while doing so, have God’s assurance
that that mind is also in us.
□
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